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ABSTRACT 
 
 
“Hunting Freedom: The Many Paths to Emancipation in Civil War Missouri” is a 
museum exhibition exploring the end of slavery in western Missouri. The Kansas-Missouri 
border provides a unique view into the process of emancipation. Violent conflict erupted early in 
the region during the crisis over Kansas statehood.  Soon after the start of the Civil War, in 
response the occupation of the state by the Union military, a guerrilla insurgency erupted in 
Missouri. As the war progressed, white Missourians became increasingly divided and the 
resulting chaos created avenues to freedom for the enslaved population. The presence of the 
Union army, the proximity of free states, the division of white society, and the mobility and 
knowledge of enslaved people living in small-scale slavery allowed enslaved Missourians to gain 
freedom earlier and in greater numbers than many other slave states. Missouri was excluded 
from the Emancipation Proclamation of January 1863, but by the time slavery officially ended in 
the state, in January 1865, slavery in the region was all but gone. To understand how slavery 
ended in Missouri, we must recognize that various agents played key roles in freedom and there 
were many factors which led to slavery’s demise. There is, however, one similarity. All of these 
opportunities would come to nothing without the actions of enslaved people themselves. 
2 
 
“Hunting Freedom” utilizes Civil War pension records, military and personal correspondence, 
and WPA slave narratives to tell the story of the exceptional individuals who took advantage of 
the opportunities on the Kansas-Missouri border to hunt for freedom. 
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HUMANITIES CONTENT AND LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
The Kansas-Missouri border provides a unique view into the process of freedom. The 
Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 opened the West to white settlement. It also exposed tensions 
which proved to be analogous of the sectional crisis to come. Pro-slavery Missourians sought to 
spread their slave economy across the state line as free-soilers from the North moved into Kansas 
Territory. These tensions turned to violence as groups on both sides of the state line raided towns 
and homesteads, tampered with elections, and used intimidation to push their agendas. The 
situation was so volatile that Martial Law was declared in Missouri during the first year of the 
Civil War. In response the occupation of the state by the Union military, a guerrilla insurgency 
erupted in Missouri. As the war progressed, Missouri became increasingly divided and pro-
slavery “bushwhackers” perpetrated guerrilla style warfare against the Union Army and 
civilians.1 The resulting chaos and the presence of the Union army created many opportunities 
for enslaved Missourians to free themselves. 
Small-scale slavery in Missouri uniquely equipped enslaved people to take advantage of 
the opportunities presented during the war. Because the majority of Missouri slaveholders held 
less than ten slaves, enslaved people had built broad communities that spanned large distances, 
increasing their network for information and social support. In addition, the intimacy of living 
and working conditions within small-slaveholding households gave enslaved people access to 
knowledge about the white community and the progress of the war. They knew the land, the 
people, and the news that spread through both. More importantly, they shared this knowledge 
                                                 
1 For more on the Kansas-Missouri border conflict see Michael Fellman, Inside War (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1989), Jonathan Earle, Jacksonian Antislavery and the Politics of Free Soil (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2004), Nicole Etcheson, Bleeding Kansas: Contested Liberty in the Civil War Era (Lawrence: 
University Press of Kansas, 2006), Jonathan Earle and Diane Mutti Burke, eds. Bleeding Kansas, Bleeding 
Missouri: The Long Civil War on the Border (Lawrence, University Press of Kansas, 2013). 
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with each other. Enslaved people made conscious decisions to resist slavery, aware of the 
significant danger to themselves and those they left behind. They watched the political turmoil 
closely, sharing news between farms and waiting for an opportunity to strike out. These 
calculated efforts resulted in a movement that would put emancipation on the wartime agenda. In 
Missouri, transformative political action was taking place in the fields, in the kitchens, in the 
woods between farms, and throughout the divided Missouri countryside. 
In the mid-1990s historians engaged in a passionate debate about the agent or agents of 
emancipation. Civil War historian James McPherson responded bitterly to what he called the 
“new and currently more fashionable answer” to the question “who freed the slaves?”2 
McPherson contends that the tried and true answer to this historical question is the right one, 
Abraham Lincoln freed the slaves.3 In the preceding years, social historians had begun to 
challenge the traditional narrative of emancipation in which “the Great Emancipator” was the 
principal agent of freedom.4 One of the main proponents of what McPherson called “self-
emancipation” was Ira Berlin, who argues that emancipation was “the product of the slaves’ 
struggle to free themselves.”5 The traditional top-down explanation of emancipation is an 
oversimplification that denies agency to all but a few historical actors. The actions of enslaved 
people, Union soldiers, abolitionists, civilians, and politicians—all contributed to the end of 
slavery. The degree to which each of these factors influenced freedom varied by region. Regional 
                                                 
2 James M. McPherson, “Who Freed the Slaves?” Proceedings of the American Philosophy Society 139, no. 1. 
(Mar., 1995), 3. 
3 ibid. 
4 Ira Berlin, “Who Freed the Slaves? Emancipation and Its Meaning” Union and Emancipation: Essays on Politics 
and Race in the Civil War Era, edited by David W. Blight and Brook R. Simpson (Kent: Kent State University 
Press, 1997), 105. 
5 James M. McPherson, “Who Freed the Slaves?” Proceedings of the American Philosophy Society 139, no. 1. 
(Mar., 1995), 2, Ira Berlin, “Who Freed the Slaves? Emancipation and Its Meaning” Union and Emancipation: 
Essays on Politics and Race in the Civil War Era, edited by David W. Blight and Brook R. Simpson (Kent: Kent 
State University Press, 1997), 105. For other historians who argued for slave agency in emancipation see Robert F. 
Engs, “The Great American Slave Rebellion,” paper delivered to the Civil War Institute at Gettysburg College, 27 
June 1991 and Barbara Jeanne Fields, Slavery and Freedom in the Middle Ground: Maryland in the Nineteenth 
Century (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1985). 
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studies have also revealed the uneven nature of emancipation.6 The diversity of ways in which 
African American slaves found freedom reveals the capacity of enslaved persons for acts of 
individual agency. Historians today largely accept Berlin’s argument that enslaved people were 
agents of freedom and have begun to examine how individual regions experienced emancipation.  
The end of slavery in the Border States provides a particularly compelling case study. 
Border state historians have drawn connections between the sectional conflicts within the Border 
States and emancipation.7 As slavery’s northwest border, Missouri sat on two geographic borders. 
Thus, the factors that facilitated freedom in the Border South were heightened in western 
Missouri. Yet few historians have examined the unique process of emancipation in the region. 
Diane Mutti Burke wrote the first study of slavery in Missouri in nearly a century. 8  
In On Slavery’s Border: Missouri’s Small-Slaveholding Households, 1815-1865, Mutti Burke 
examines small slaveholding in Missouri, paying particular attention to the complicated 
relationships between slaves and slaveholders. Although not the focal point of her study, Mutti 
Burke reveals how the intimate living and working relationships on small slaveholdings created 
opportunities for resistance. The bulk of Mutti Burke’s study is devoted to the half-century that 
preceded the Civil War. Although emancipation occupies only one chapter of the book, acts of 
agency and everyday resistance are present throughout. These themes continue in the last chapter, 
in which Mutti Burke gives an account of slaves who “took advantage of the chaos and struck a 
blow for their own freedom.”9 
                                                 
6 For more on regional exceptionalism in emancipation see Thavolia Glymph, “Rose’s War and the Gendered 
Politics of a Slave Insurgency in the Civil War,” Journal of the Civil War Era 3, no. 4 (December 2013): 501-532. 
7 See Christopher Phillips, The Civil War in the Border South (Santa Barbara: Praeger, 2013). 
8 For the last book written about slavery in Missouri see Harrison Anthony Trexler, Slavery in Missouri, 1804-1865 
(Baltimore: John Hopkins Press, 1914). Trexler’s study portrayed slavery in Missouri as a more mild form of slavery 
than the Deep South, a misconception corrected by Mutti Burke. Diane Mutti Burke, On Slavery's Border: 
Missouri's Small-Slaveholding Households, 1815-1865 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2010). 
9 Diane Mutti Burke, On Slavery's Border: Missouri's Small-slaveholding Households, 1815-1865 (Athens: 
University of Georgia Press, 2010), 270. 
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Building on the work of Diane Mutti Burke, Kristen Epps’ book Slavery on the 
Periphery: The Kansas-Missouri Border in the Antebellum and Civil War Eras adds significantly 
to the study of slavery and emancipation in Missouri.10 In this concise study, emancipation plays 
a significant role. Epps points to mobility as the key to the enslaved experience in Missouri, a 
feature that was used by enslaved people as a force for change during the Civil War.11 Aaron 
Astor’s Rebels on the Border: Civil War, Emancipation, and the Reconstruction of Kentucky and 
Missouri is one of the few other studies to devote a significant portion of its mass to 
emancipation in Missouri. Astor studies the role of rebellion in shaping border politics, arguing 
that slaves were one of the “rebel” groups on the border who undermined the ruling political 
system.12 In this way, he credits border slaves with political agency. Astor’s argument opens the 
door for further study, with an understanding that a bottom-up history can also be a political 
history.13  
Despite much progress on the topic in recent years, no historian has yet devoted an entire 
study to the actions of enslaved people in the Border States and their impact on individual and 
regional emancipation. The unique situation on the Kansas-Missouri border allows us to examine 
how opportunities created a possibility for autonomy and the capacity of even the most 
disadvantaged for exceptional acts of independence. Missouri provided the particular 
circumstances necessary for freedom on a large scale. Furthermore, it achieved this status earlier 
than anywhere else. Knowledge of the region, military occupation, proximity to free states, and a 
distracted slaveholding class were the ideal circumstances for successful flight. Enslaved 
                                                 
10 Kristen Epps, Slavery on the Periphery: The Kansas-Missouri Border in the Antebellum and Civil War Eras 
(Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2016). 
11 Ibid, 2, 186. 
12 Aaron Astor, Rebels on the Border: Civil War, Emancipation, and the Reconstruction of Kentucky and Missouri 
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2012), 6. 
13 For more on black political agency see Steven Hahn, A Nation under Our Feet: Black Political Struggles in the 
Rural South from Slavery to the Great Migration (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2004). 
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Missourians made calculated decisions to escape, based on information collected from within the 
slave community, knowledge of their white captors, and an ability to see wartime politics as 
malleable. In parts of the South in which enslaved people did not enact their own freedom in 
great numbers, it was not because they were incapable of taking personal action against slavery. 
Missouri contained the particular recipe for success not present in most of the Deep South. 
Historians today have begun to look at the role of African American slaves in shaping 
emancipation, but many museums and historic sites still struggle to address the topic of slavery. 
When slavery is discussed, interpretation tends to focus on the work performed by enslaved 
people, portraying them only as victims. Ira Berlin said, “Knowing a person was a slave does not 
tell us everything about him or her. It is the beginning of the story, not its end.”14 Proper 
interpretation balances stories of victimhood with stories of agency and focuses on the enslaved 
experience, beyond their work and suffering.15 Examining emancipation provides an opportunity 
to tell a story from the perspective of enslaved people, to tell about their lives as well as their 
struggles. In museums and popular culture, however, stories of freedom often revolve around the 
Underground Railroad and overemphasize the role of white abolitionists. African American 
activism is generally relegated to the twentieth century. But within the period of transition from 
slavery to freedom lies hidden stories of individual action—stories of courage, cunning, and self-
determination. Emancipation did not happen to enslaved Missourians, in happened through them 
and, because of the exceptional nature of Civil War Missouri, it happened on a large scale. 
  
                                                 
14 Ira Berlin, “Coming to Terms with Slavery in Twenty-First-Century America,” in Slavery and Public History: The 
Tough Stuff of American Memory, eds. James Oliver Horton and Lois E. Horton (New York: The New Press, 2006), 
7.  
15 For more on slavery in public history see Kristin Gallas and James DeWolf Perry, eds. Interpreting Slavery at 
Museums and Historic Sites (Lanham, Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield, 2015)  and James Oliver Horton and Lois 
E. Horton, eds. Slavery and Public History: The Tough Stuff of American Memory (New York: The New Press, 
2006). 
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PROJECT DESCRIPTION 
 
“Hunting Freedom: the Many Paths to Emancipation in Civil War Missouri” is a temporary 
museum exhibition produced in partnership with the Wornall/Majors House Museums, a non-
profit organization that operates two historic antebellum homes in Kansas City. Wornall/Majors 
will host the exhibit and own it after deinstallation. The exhibit will be displayed at both house 
museums; however, it is designed to work in any interpretive site in the region of western 
Missouri and eastern Kansas that interprets the Civil War era. The exhibit will open at the John 
Wornall House Museum in January 2017 and move to the Alexander Majors House in April 
2017.  
In June 2017, the exhibit will be made available for travel to Freedom’s Frontier National 
Heritage Area partners. The exhibit was produced through grants from Freedom’s Frontier and 
the UMKC Women’s Council. The Women’s Council funded my research for the exhibit, and a 
Freedom’s Frontier interpretive grant funded printing, panel stands, and graphic design. The 
main exhibit consists of 12 panels, 11 content panels and a credit panel. Two additional panels 
were produced which focus on slavery and emancipation at each of the house museums that will 
display the exhibit. After display at the house museums, these panels will become permanent 
displays. Each content panel is 28” by 36” in size and direct printed onto sintra. At the Wornall 
and Majors house museums, panels will be supported by free-standing panel stands. For travel, 
host sites will be responsible for mode of display. The panels can be hung on gallery walls or 
supported with stands or easels.  
The exhibit targets both new and existing audiences. Previous visitors can return and learn 
something new while adding an extra incentive to those who have not yet found a reason to visit. 
10 
 
The exhibit will be a particular draw for local visitors, persons interested in the Civil War, and 
especially those interested in African American history. The age of the target audience is middle 
school and above. The text is at a high school reading level, but the concepts are accessible to 
children as young as middle school. The titles and introductory text of each panel provide the 
key message of each section, allowing those who do not read the body of the text to understand 
the main themes. The body of the interpretive text is at a slightly higher reading level and 
provides more detailed analysis for those wanting a deeper understanding. 
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OUTREACH PLAN 
 
 Wornall/Majors will partner with Freedom’s Frontier and the UMKC Center for 
Midwestern Studies to host the opening event and publicize the exhibition. The event will take 
place in April when the exhibit moves the Alexander Majors House Museum. Wornall/Majors 
will market the exhibition within its membership, to the constituents of partnering organizations, 
and broadly through local marketing and news outlets. Existing members will learn about the 
exhibit through a quarterly newsletter, a series of email blasts, and social media. Email blasts and 
social media posts will begin one month before the exhibit opens to the public. A series of 
Facebook and Twitter posts will remind the public of the upcoming exhibit and acknowledge 
partnering organizations to widen exposure. Posts will continue, although less frequently, after 
the exhibit opens to remind people that the exhibit is still open to the public. The museum will 
also market to a broader local audience. We will send out a press release to local news outlets 
and post the exhibit and lecture on community calendars. The museum will also take out a few 
paid advertisements in local newspapers and online visitor sites.  
 
Newsletter Article 
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Press Release 
NEW EXHIBIT TELLS THE STORY OF FREEDOM 
 
Hunting Freedom, a new exhibit at the John Wornall House Museum, 
opens January 25th. The exhibit will be available during regular tour 
hours, with self-guided tours of the exhibit for just $5. The exhibit will 
remain on display through the end of the March. 
 
“There is a historical gap we are trying to address with this exhibit. Museums have gotten better 
about discussing the history of slavery, but no one talks about how it ended. Slavery did not 
simply end with the Emancipation Proclamation. In fact, Missouri was excluded from the 
proclamation. So, especially in this region, enslaved people took a large part in ending slavery. It 
is important to tell this story, this history shows that enslaved Missourians were more than 
victims, they were active participants in history.” —Leah Astle Palmer, exhibit curator 
 
The Wornall/Majors House Museum is excited to open their new exhibit, Hunting Freedom: The 
Many Paths to Emancipation in Civil War Missouri. With this exhibit, the museum, which runs 
two of Kansas City’s antebellum homes, shows it is devoted to an accurate interpretation of the 
past through inclusive learning opportunities. The exhibit examines freedom on the Kansas-
Missouri border, focusing on the role of African Americans in this unique history. The exhibit 
will remain open through the end of March, after which time it will be on display at the 
Alexander Majors House Museum. The exhibit is included with museum admission. 
 
For more information about the exhibit visit 
wornallmajors.org/huntingfreedom.  
Want to know more about our museums and programs?  
Like our Facebook page or follow us on Twitter @historyalivekc  
  
13 
 
INTERPRETIVE TEXT 
 
Panel 1: Introduction 
 
Hunting Freedom: The Many Paths to Emancipation in Civil War Missouri 
 
Although the Civil War officially ended slavery, the story of freedom is much more complex. 
For enslaved people, emancipation was a process, not a moment, and one that varied greatly by 
location. On the Kansas-Missouri border, the length of warfare and the unique features of slavery 
provided enslaved Missourians with many opportunities to gain freedom. The proximity of free 
states, particularly Kansas, the chaos of the long Civil War on slavery’s western edge, and the 
knowledge enslaved people developed about the region and the community through Missouri’s 
small-scale slavery provided numerous opportunities for what one former slave called “hunting 
freedom.”  
 
This exhibit explores the many paths to freedom along the Kansas-Missouri border, drawing on 
the personal narratives of enslaved individuals who seized upon the opportunities to hunt 
freedom. 
 
Slave or Enslaved…Do words matter? 
Recently, historians have questioned the term “slave” as it equates these individuals only with 
their enslavement. Instead, this exhibit uses the term “enslaved person” to refer to an individual 
held in slavery because it defines enslavement as something done to them, rather than their entire 
identity.  
 
Image ID:  
Johnson’s Map of Missouri and Kansas, 1862 
Courtesy of the Library of Congress 
 
Image ID: 
Courtesy of the Library of Congress 
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Panel 2: A State on the Border 
 
Missouri was a border state during the Civil War—a slave state which stayed in the Union. 
Although the state never technically seceded, the civilian population was bitterly divided. Many 
in the state supported the Confederate cause and early in the war a guerrilla insurgency erupted. 
As the war progressed, the loyalties of Missouri civilians became increasingly divided. But the 
longer the war lasted, and the more chaotic the situation became in western Missouri, the more 
opportunities there were for enslaved people to escape slavery. 
 
As tension turned to violence on the Kansas-Missouri border, it was clear that the border conflict 
would alter the situation so carefully maintained by Missouri slaveholders. Armistead Allen 
remembered that his slaveholder, and many others, were absent for extended periods of time 
during “the Kansas trouble” because “some of their masters went to Kansas to fight the settlers.” 
Enslaved people recognized the opportunities presented by the conflict and began to take 
advantage of the chaos. 
 
Stat: 
115,000 – Enslaved people in Missouri in 1860 
 
Image Caption:  
The Kansas Nebraska Act of 1854 opened the land west of Missouri to white settlement. 
Immediately, conflict arose between pro-slavery Missourians, who sought to spread their slave 
economy across the state line, and free-soilers from the North. Groups on both sides of the state 
line raided towns and homesteads, tampered with elections, and used intimidation to push their 
agendas. The situation was so volatile that Martial Law was declared in Missouri in the first year 
of the war, in August 1861. 
The Kansas Nebraska Act, 1854 & Map of the Territories of Kansas and Nebraska 
Courtesy of the National Archives and Records Administration 
 
Image Caption: 
The Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 required officials in free states to return escaped slaves to their 
owners. Before the war, enslaved Missourians attempted to take advantage of the proximity of 
free states, but with the fugitive slave law and slave patrols, few were successful. What changed 
then when war came to Missouri was not resolve, but opportunity.     
Courtesy of the Library of Congress  
 
Quote: 
“Sometime during the first year of the war the slaveholders got scared up about their slaves & 
were afraid that they would run off”–York Rucker, former slave from Andrew County. He later 
escaped and joined the Union army. 
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Panel 3: Intimate Knowledge  
 
On the eve of the Civil War, the vast majority of Missouri slaveholders owned only a few slaves. 
Because of its scale, slavery in Missouri was more intimate and more fluid than plantation 
slavery. Because of this, enslaved people had an intimate knowledge of the white community and 
access to news about the progress of the war. 
 
In small-slaveholding households, enslaved people lived and worked in close proximity to their 
white enslavers. Although enslaved people always performed the most arduous tasks, the small 
size of most of Missouri’s farms necessitated that enslaved people, hired field hands and 
domestic servants, and even the farm’s owner all work alongside each other. In many ways, these 
intimate conditions disadvantaged enslaved people, exposing them to abuse. But during the Civil 
War, these factors created opportunities for freedom. 
 
Stats: 
90% – Missouri slaveholders who owned less than ten slaves 
 
Image Caption: 
Jason and Francis were slaves of the Smith family in Lexington, Missouri. In these photos we get 
a glimpse at the intimate relationship between the Smith children and the enslaved people who 
served them. 
Missouri children with their slave attendants, 1863  
Courtesy of the Missouri History Museum 
 
Document Caption: 
Sarah Moore was enslaved on a farm in Clay County, Missouri. Because there were only six 
enslaved people on the property, some of them lived in the slaveholder’s house. The knowledge 
gained through this proximity allowed Moore to save her father and brother from impressed 
service in the Confederate army. Following her warning, John and Bradford fled Clay County 
late in the evening, traveled throughout the night, and the following morning arrived in Kansas 
and enlisted in the Union army. 
Deposition of Sarah Moore Denshoe, 1890, pension application of John Moore 
Courtesy of the National Archives and Records Administration 
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Panel 4: Free State, Free People 
 
In the years before the Civil War, the animosity between Kansas and Missouri turned Kansas 
Territory into a symbol of abolition and a destination for many freedom seekers. Combined with 
the chaos of war, Kansas, which officially entered the Union as a free state in 1861, presented a 
real possibility for freedom.  
 
Early in 1862, during the dead of winter, George Washington made a bold strike for freedom. 
Enslaved in Platte County, the proximity to Kansas made escape possible for Washington—but 
the journey to freedom would not be easy. After making his escape, he hid out from the slave 
patrols before making his way to the Missouri River. Amazingly, the harsh winter had frozen the 
river so solid that Washington was able to walk across it and into freedom in Kansas. 
 
Stats:  
40% – Soldiers in the First Kansas Colored who came from Missouri during the first 6 months of 
enlistment 
 
Image Caption: 
Washington and many others found respite in Quindaro, Kansas. Quindaro was founded by 
abolitionists in 1857 on a site just south of the Missouri River. The location was strategically 
chosen because it was ideal for helping fugitive slaves from Missouri. The town soon became a 
safe haven for runaway slaves and a community for free blacks. By 1862, there was even a 
school to educate former slaves. 
Courtesy of the Kansas Historical Society  
 
Document Caption: 
For enslaved people close to the Kansas border, the shorter journey to freedom meant that entire 
families and even entire slaveholdings could flee together. Isabella Martin brought all five of her 
children with her when she fled slavery in the fall of 1863. She went to Quindaro—where friends 
and family who had already reached freedom awaited her.  
Deposition of Isabella Martin, 1903, pension application of Wesley Martin 
Courtesy of the National Archives and Records Administration  
 
Image Caption: 
The first Kansas Colored Infantry, formed in 1862, and the first black regiment to see action 
during the Civil War, was comprised of many former Missouri slaves.  
First Kansas Colored Infantry Flag 
Courtesy of the Kansas Historical Society 
 
Quote: 
“When I went to Quindaro, I was hunting freedom.” –Isabella Martin, former slave from 
Johnson County, Missouri 
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Panel 5: Excluded from Emancipation 
 
Did you know that the Emancipation Proclamation excluded Missouri? 
Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation which took effect on January 1, 1863, declared “that all 
persons held as slaves…are, and henceforward shall be free.” Although the proclamation was an 
important victory, it did not immediately free most slaves. The proclamation excluded the Union 
Border States, including Missouri, and parts of the Confederacy firmly under Union military 
control.  
 
It would be another two years after the Emancipation Proclamation before slavery legally ended 
in Missouri. Despite this, a movement toward emancipation had begun that could not be stopped. 
Enslaved people took advantage of the opportunities presented by the war and fled to Union 
camps—where their presence forced the military and the nation to alter their policies to fit the 
new situation on the ground. 
 
Image Caption: 
Freeing Oneself in Missouri 
When the Union army was near, enslaved people spread the word and they flooded to Union 
camps. Newspapers headlines across the country reported the “slave stampede” or “slave exodus” 
in western Missouri. 
Daily National Intelligencer (Washington, D.C.), May 2, 1863 
Courtesy of the Library of Congress 
 
Image Caption: 
Freeing Oneself in Virginia 
Early in the war, fugitive slaves entered Fort Monroe in Virginia seeking protection from their 
owners. The fort’s commander realized the potential labor force he had before him and issued a 
policy that allowed the Union army to confiscate property used in the Confederate war effort, 
including slaves. This policy became the basis for the Confiscation Acts passed by Congress in 
1861 and 1862. These acts were particularly important for enslaved people excluded from the 
Emancipation Proclamation and provided legal justification for the actions many were already 
taking. 
“Stampede among the Negros in Virginia,” Harper’s Weekly, August 17, 1861 
Courtesy of the Library of Congress 
 
Image ID: 
Courtesy of the Library of Congress  
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Panel 6: Sharing Knowledge  
 
As the Civil War progressed and chaos ensued, enslaved people used the knowledge gained in 
slavery to make a break for freedom. The communities they built in slavery became networks for 
information and support during their journey. 
 
George and Maria Bowman were enslaved in Andrew County, Missouri. When they fled slavery 
in 1862, they were joined by their son Benjamin and several enslaved people from the 
neighborhood. In fact, the group totaled nine individuals. For enslaved people, the community 
they built in slavery became a network for information, allowing people from separate farms to 
flee together. 
 
Document Caption: 
When Delicia Anne Patterson ran way, she relied on friends and neighbors for support. The 
connections she had built in the local slave community allowed her to contest mistreatment by 
running away. 
Narrative of Delicia Anne Patterson, WPA Slave Narrative 
Courtesy of the Library of Congress 
 
Image Caption: 
Henry Clay Bruce, a former slave from Chariton County, recalled in his memoirs that enslaved 
people “would listen carefully to what they heard their owners say while talking to each other on 
political matters and as soon as opportunity would admit, go to the quarters and tell what they 
had heard the master say about the politics of the country.”  
 
Quote: 
“The Colored people could meet and talk about the latest battle, and what Mr. Lincoln had said, 
and the chances of their freedom, for they understood the war to be for their freedom solely.”  
–Henry Clay Bruce, former slave from Chariton County 
 
Image Caption: 
With only a few slaves per household, enslaved families usually lived in cabins near to or even 
attached to the main house. Sometimes, no separate quarters existed for enslaved people and they 
slept in the kitchen or on a bedroom floor in the owner’s home. The slave-quarter community on 
large plantations served as a support system for enslaved people. Without support on their 
resident farm, enslaved people built slave communities across farms. 
 
Image ID: 
Slave Cabin in Cooper County, Missouri  
Courtesy of the Library of Congress 
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Panel 7: The Union = Opportunity 
 
The many years of warfare in western Missouri created opportunities for freedom, particularly in 
the form of the occupying Union army. Union military encampments became the destination for 
many enslaved Missourians desperate for freedom. 
 
Although enslaved Missourians took initiative in procuring freedom, they did not always resist 
slavery alone. Enslaved people often received assistance from white soldiers, often in direct 
defiance of military orders.  
 
Lewis Carter was only 12 or 13 years old when he escaped from Pettis County, Missouri. 
Although he was too young to fight, he was taken in by Union soldiers and served as a drummer 
boy. Later in the war he joined Missouri’s first African American regiment.  
 
Document Caption: 
The presence of the Union army allowed Josephine Samuels to run away in 1862. She had tried 
unsuccessfully once before but this time the Battle of Boonville brought Union forces within 
reach for the first time. Josephine, along with two other slaves, followed the Union soldiers 
across the state, finally stopping in Kansas City. There Josephine was finally able to make a life 
for herself—as a free woman. The man who recorded her testimony described her as “crafty and 
obstinate,” traits that no doubt served her well in her break for freedom. 
Deposition of Josephine Samuels, 1906, pension application of Henry Samuels 
Courtesy of the National Archives and Records Administration  
 
Quote: 
“When the Union army came close enough I ran away.”  –Bill Simms, former slave from 
Osceola, Missouri 
 
Image Caption: 
Often, slaveholders came in search of runaways at Union posts only to encountered armed 
resistance from black and white soldiers.  
Two Slave Hunters Expelled From The Camp Of The Twenty-Second Illinois Volunteers At 
Bird's Point, Missouri 
Courtesy of the Missouri History Museum  
 
Image ID: 
Courtesy of the National Archives and Record Administration 
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Panel 8: Reclaiming Power 
 
The enlistment of African American men in the Union army quickened slavery’s decline. 
Military service provided formerly enslaved men the rights and protections of citizens, as well as 
wages, although they were not treated equal to their white counterparts. Despite this, freedmen 
used their new status as soldiers to assert their right to freedom and liberate family members still 
held in bondage.  
 
Large-scale enlistment did not begin in Missouri until the winter of 1863-4. In total seven 
African American regiments were recruited in Missouri. For these men, military service allowed 
them to assert their manhood in ways denied to them as slaves. Some used their labor as a 
bargaining tool, refusing to enlist unless the Union army agreed to protect their families, while 
others appealed to their commanding officers to intervene on behalf of their families still in 
slavery. 
 
Some former slaves used the resources of the Union army to liberate their loved ones by force. In 
the spring of 1864, former slaves on leave from the Union army made several raids into Howard 
County to liberate their families. They were aided by white soldiers in carting off the property of 
their former owners, including wagons, horses, tobacco—and their wives and children.  
 
Stats: 
8,300 – African American men enlisted in Missouri’s black regiments 
 
Quote:  
“You can See that I have power.”–Sam Bowman, former slave from Tipton, Missouri, to his 
wife’s owner. 
 
Document Caption: 
After escaping slavery in Howard County, Spotswood Rice penned this letter to his daughter’s 
owner, asserting his rights as a free man and a father. In a separate letter to his daughter he wrote, 
“be assured I will have you if it costs me my life.” The family was eventually reunited in St. 
Louis. 
Spotswood Rice to Kittey Diggs, September 3, 1864 
Courtesy of the National Archives and Records Administration  
 
Image Caption: 
Lafayette Shields, Sergeant in the First Missouri Colored Infantry (62nd USCT) 
Courtesy of the National Archives and Records Administration 
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Panel 9: Unequal Opportunity 
 
For many enslaved people, particularly women and children, there were fewer opportunities to 
escape. Enslaved women generally had less mobility than men. Furthermore, caring for children 
made the already dangerous journey to freedom nearly impossible.  
 
For many women, escape would mean leaving their children behind. When John Moore and his 
son Benjamin ran away, his wife Eliza chose to stay behind because the owner kept watch over 
their daughters. Some women even made the difficult choice to leave their children. When 
Josephine Samuels escaped, she left behind three small children. Her daughter Mary remembered, 
“after my mother went away during the war I did not see her any more until I was a good big 
girl.”  
 
Quote: 
“My wife could not get away when we did without leaving the girls and she would not do that.” 
–John Moore, former slave from Clay County 
 
Document Caption: 
Missouri slaveholders reacted violently to the loss of male laborers and enslaved women often 
bore the brunt of these retaliations. In this letter to her husband in the Union army, Martha 
Glover reveals the abuse she suffered after he ran away and laments, “I do not know what will 
become of me and my poor little children.”  
Martha Glover to Dear Husband, December 30, 1863 
Courtesy of the National Archives and Record Administration 
 
Image ID: 
Courtesy of the Library of Congress 
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Panel 10: The Cost of Freedom 
 
Enslaved Missourians took incredible risks to escape slavery, but the journey to freedom was far 
from over. Former slaves faced retaliation from slaveholders and pro-Confederate guerrillas, 
called bushwhackers, and suffered from exposure, disease, and starvation on their journey. The 
cost of freedom was exceptionally high. 
 
In July of 1863, a large group of fugitive slaves followed a company of soldiers from Lexington 
to Independence. The commander told them to turn back if they could not keep pace with the 
troops. All but six turned back and on the second day the remaining refugees fell behind and 
were attacked by bushwhackers. All but one were killed. Despite these dangers, enslaved people 
continued to risk everything for freedom. 
 
Despite seemingly insurmountable challenges, many women attempted to make their escape with 
children in tow. Without the protection of military service, many women, children, and elderly 
people became refugees. In the summer of 1863, an officer in Sedalia reported, “Two hundred 
and Seventy Negroes arrived here last night mostly women and children suffering for something 
to eat.” 
 
Image Caption : 
“Contrabands Coming into Camp,” Harper’s Weekly, January 31, 1863 
Courtesy of the Library of Congress 
 
Quote: 
A fugitive slave from Lafayette County reported that bushwhackers killed three slaves who tried 
to escape before he made his attempt. Yet he maintained it was “worth a negro’s life, almost, to 
try to get away.” 
 
Image ID: 
Courtesy of the Library of Congress 
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Panel 11: Free at Last 
 
It was not until January 1865 that slavery officially ended in Missouri, but by that time, slavery 
in the state had already disintegrated. The demise of slavery was due in no small part to the 
actions of enslaved people themselves. After the war, they continued their hunt for freedom, 
fighting for their rights and asserting their independence as free people.  
 
For African Americans, the struggle for freedom was far from over. Formerly enslaved people 
were thrust into a world in which slavery had ended, but not racial discrimination. Despite the 
hardships, freedpeople worked to reunite their families, rebuild their communities, and start a 
new life in freedom. Couples, many who had lived for decades as husband and wife, were finally 
able to legally marry and many people, both children and adults, had access to education for the 
first time in their lives.  
 
Civil War Missouri contained the right factors to facilitate freedom, but the process of 
emancipation required the action of many individuals, most exceptional of all enslaved people 
themselves. The end of slavery in Missouri shows us that, given the opportunity, enslaved people 
were capable of acting on their own behalf and even changing the politics of war. 
 
STATS  
3.9 Million – Slaves freed by the Civil War 
 
Image Caption : 
The Emancipation Ordinance of Missouri, passed January 11, 1865, officially ended slavery in 
the state. 
Courtesy of the Library of Congress  
 
Image Caption : 
In 1866, after mustering out of service, the men of the First and Second Missouri Colored 
Infantry returned to Missouri. There, in the state’s capital, they continued to work toward 
freedom and equality. Pooling their money, they opened a university for the education of former 
slaves. Lincoln University still stands today and is a testament to the exceptional men of 
Missouri’s black regiments.  
Soldiers Memorial, Lincoln University, Jefferson City, Missouri 
Courtesy of Lincoln University 
 
Image Caption : 
Randall Nash was called Randall Talbott in slavery. After the war, he took his father’s surname. 
For many individuals born in slavery, an important step in the path to freedom was shedding 
their former owner’s name. 
Randall Nash, 67th USCT, Former Slave from Clay County, Missouri 
National Archives and Records Administration 
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Panel 12: Credit 
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Rotating Panel 1: Slavery and Freedom on the Wornall Homestead 
 
Like the vast majority of slaveholders in Missouri, the Wornalls were small-scale slaveholders. 
As such, the enslaved people here would have lived and worked in close proximity to the 
Wornall family. This proximity would have allowed them to hear about the progress of war, and 
even the Emancipation Proclamation. 
 
In 1863, after the Emancipation Proclamation—which excluded Missouri, John Wornall began to 
pay his slaves. Perhaps Wornall understood that slavery was disintegrating and the enslaved 
people he held would likely flee if he did not offer them an incentive to stay. Whatever the 
reason, the effort was futile. All of the enslaved people eventually left and went to Kansas. Frank 
Wornall remembered, “One Saturday, they were paid and without notice moved out that night 
and the next morning.”  
 
Image Caption : 
The Wornalls owned four slaves in 1860: two women, one man, and a young girl. Missouri 
slaveholders often owned as many women as men, since women could be made to work both in 
the house and in the fields. Furthermore, enslaved children were the property of the mother’s 
owner.  Because enslaved couples often lived on separate farms, one of these women most likely 
lived with her daughter on the Wornall farm and her husband lived on a nearby farm.  
Slave Schedule, US Census, 1860 
 
Image Caption : 
This is the original house on the Wornall property—used by the family before the construction of 
this house. After the large house was completed, this smaller house was likely used as the slave 
quarters. It is from here that the enslaved people left for Kansas.  
 
Image ID: 
Courtesy of the Library of Congress  
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Rotating Panel 2: Slavery and Freedom on the Majors Homestead  
 
The freighting company, Russell, Majors, and Waddell, relied heavily on slave labor—likely 
from both owned and hired slaves. In Missouri, enslaved men could be skilled craftsmen, like 
blacksmiths or woodworkers. On this property, these men would have worked on the wagons. 
Enslaved men and women would have cared for the oxen and tended to the crops, and women 
performed domestic work. 
 
In 1858, Majors moved his business to Nebraska City. He took six slaves and left several behind 
to work under his son-in-law. It is likely that this resulted in the separation of family members. 
However, the move gave these enslaved people opportunities to find freedom. Shortly after 
arriving in Nebraska, all six of these individuals escaped with the help of the Underground 
Railroad.   
 
Image Caption : 
According to the 1860 census, Majors, his son-in-law, and grandson (William and Samuel 
Poteet) owned 13 slaves on this property. Four of them, however, are marked as “fugitives from 
the state.” These individuals, likely an entire family, were able to escape slavery even before the 
start of the Civil War. Their destination was most likely Kansas Territory. 
Slave Schedule, US Census, 1860 
 
Image Caption : 
This article covering the escape of six slaves from Alexander Majors shows that racism was 
prevalent even in the free states. The bravery and resourcefulness of these individuals, one of 
which was disabled, is discounted in this article as foolishness.  
“Ho! For Freedom!” Nebraska City News, June 30, 1860 
Courtesy of the Nebraska State Historical Society 
 
Image ID: 
Courtesy of the Library of Congress 
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